Assessing Honor Code Effectiveness: 

Results of a Multipronged Approach from a Five Year Study 

Sally Sledge 
Norfolk State University 

Pam Pringle 

Christopher Newport University 

Author Note 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to either Sally Sledge, Brown Hall A-227, 
School of Business, Norfolk State University, 700 Park Avenue, Norfolk, VA 23504. Email: sasledge@ 
nsu.edu or Pam Pringle, Room 401 BTC, Luter School of Business, Christopher Newport University, 1 
University Place, Newport News, VA 23606. Email: ppringle@cnu.edu 

Abstract 

This paper describes an ongoing study at a small public university to assess student, faculty and alumni 
perceptions of academic integrity and business ethics. The phases of the research are detailed for ap¬ 
plication or replication by other institutions of higher education. The study involves anonymous surveys 
and academic integrity-based interventions to assess the opinions of ethics and the honor code among 
students and faculty. Alumni were surveyed regarding the impacts of the honor code on their behavior as 
students and as employees after graduation. The results show that interventions improved familiarity with 
the honor code and knowledge of academic integrity among students, faculty and alumni. Directions for 
continued assessments to include the aforementioned groups as well as administrators and staff are given. 

Introduction 

Era of Scandals and Fraud 

With the accelerated number of fraud cases and unethical business practices rising in the cor¬ 
porate world over the last few decades, more pressure is being put on colleges and universities to include 
courses and training in ethics and integrity. As a consequence, many institutions of higher education are 
renewing their focus on promoting ethical decision making, often via academic integrity programs and 
honor codes (Gilbert, 2008). These codes can attract students and set the tone for the campus culture. 

This paper details the case study of an ongoing assessment of the opinions and perceptions as well 
as the procedures and actions regarding academic integrity and the honor code at a small public university 
in the southeastern United States. First, current issues are discussed and the climate of ethics within aca¬ 
demia is addressed. Then the rationale behind the study is given. Next the different assessment tools are 
explained. Multiple assessment measures are used in order to gain a holistic picture of the environment 
at the university. The results follow. Limitations and plans for additional assessments are given. Finally 
conclusions are drawn. 

Problems in Academia 

Many students acknowledge having honor codes in high school and even in middle school. These 
seem to be more common in private secondary schools, but their numbers are growing in public schools as 
well. Despite the codes, many high school students admit to cheating and plagiarism due to parental and 
teacher pressure to do well (Oleck, 2008). These students feel that if they do not make good grades, their 
chances to attend a good college are ruined. Added pressures from extra curricular activities, leadership 
roles, volunteerism, and sports combine to cause students to engage in unethical behaviors (Kisamore, 
Stone, &Jawahar, 2007). In fact, according to McCabe and Katz (n.d.) 74 % of high school juniors and 
seniors surveyed across 22 public schools identified at least one incidence of cheating in exams during 
the previous year and 59 % reported incidences of plagiarism. A survey of 30,000 high school students by 
the Josephson Institute of Los Angeles reported that 64 percent had cheated the previous year on a test 
(Gerold & Steinberg, 2009). 

In college, technology has allowed cheaters to be quickly identified through websites such as 
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turnitin.com and essayrater.com. Some high profile cases have brought this issue to light, such as the 45 
physics students at the University of Virginia who were dismissed as a consequence of the school’s single 
sanction, student run honor code in 2002. Another case at Duke University in 2007 found 34 graduate 
business students cheated on a take-home exam. Punishments from the faculty and student judicial board 
ranged from receiving a failing grade on the exam to a failing grade in the course to a one year suspension 
to expulsion (Damast, 2007). 

Despite the increased opportunities for cheating, some schools are making strides towards a 
culture of integrity, including Ohio Northern University, where all business students agree to uphold an 
honor code during a swearing in ceremony (Gilbert, 2008). The internationally recognized Thunderbird 
School of Global Management in Arizona has created a Professional Oath of Honor for its students, 
similar to the Hippocratic Oath that doctors use. In 2006, Penn State instituted a newly formed honor 
committee composed of students and faculty to promote ethical behavior on campus (Damast, 2007). 

Yet we believe that many schools embrace a “head in the sand” mentality regarding honor and 
integrity. Some universities do not assess their environment and therefore do not know of the existing 
problems regarding cheating and unethical behavior. This case study can serve as a guide for those univer¬ 
sities and colleges that are looking to implement programs and assessments of academic integrity. 

Rationale 

An article in the university student newspaper that detailed honor code violations prompted our 
interest in the fall of2004. There were disparities in the number of violations per major across campus. 
Notably, nearly one-third of honor code violations occurred in the business school, yet it accounted for 
only 18% of the student body (Captain’s Log, 2004). This disproportional cheating by business students 
is not unique to our institution. McCabe, a Rutgers business professor who has studied cheating among 
college students for 18 years, found that 56% of business students admitted to cheating at least once versus 
47% in other areas of study. He notes a “bottom line mentality” where students are most concerned with 
“getting the job done” (Graves, 2008). To further explore this phenomenon we polled the faculty to get a 
baseline assessment of their perceptions and enforcement of the honor code. The initial research questions 
were as follows. 1. Are faculty knowledgeable about the Honor Code and its administration? 2. What 
are faculty perceptions of the Honor Code? 3. What educational resources would make the Honor Code 
stronger? 

Methodology and Results 

Given that this article summarizes a five-year research project and covers several mini-studies, we 
thought it more appropriate to combine the methodology and results sections and present them according 
to the chronology of the project. The sequence of steps across the project is as follows: 

1. Initial, exploratory faculty assessment 

2 . Utilization of the Center for Academic Integrity’s (CAI) national survey instrument for faculty and 
students 

3 . Research of ethical best practices in businesses and universities 

4 . Creation and implementation of interventions based on the data collected in steps two and three 

5 . Follow-up survey of faculty and students, post interventions 

6 . Evaluation of results 

7 . Involvement of students in the research process. 

8 . Expansion of assessment to alumni who had experienced the interventions as students 

9 . Broadening the research to include high school students and faculty and their perceptions of aca¬ 
demic integrity 

Throughout these steps we have purposefully shared our findings on campus as well as nationally through 
conference presentations and papers. Both students and faculty have been involved in these presentations. 
Our intent is to continue the assessments in partnership with CAI to further promote a culture of aca¬ 
demic integrity within the university. 


Volume Five:Winter 2010 


Research & Practice in Assessment 


5 


Initial Study Results from Faculty 

The initial Fall 2004 faculty assessment included 30 faculty who responded to an in-house explor¬ 
atory survey that incorporated the research questions. All faculty within the business school were invited to 
participate, and did so, and were informed of the goals of the survey. Anonymity was assured. The survey was 
piloted before it was given to faculty; no major problems with the survey were found. This initial assessment 
illustrated that faculty rarely promoted the honor code to students. Relevant findings are listed in Table 1. 


Table 1 

Initial Faculty Assessment Data - 2004 

Topic Level 

Faculty discussion of the honor code in class Low 

Faculty inclusion of the honor code on syllabi Low 

Variation in faculty responses to honor code violations (includes no action) Many 
Faculty comfort level with their role in the honor code Low 

Faculty perception of student knowledge of the honor code Low 

Faculty perception of administration’s support in enforcing the code Medium 

Faculty awareness of university procedures for honor code hearings Medium 

Faculty participation in honor code panels Low 


Faculty also indicated that students were not knowledgeable about the Honor Code, which 
prompted us to ask two follow-up research questions. 4. What are student perceptions of the Honor 
Code? and 5. What behaviors are students exhibiting relating to the Honor Code? 

2005 Results from CAI Survey of Students and Faculty 

We chose to use a nationally-used survey from the Center for Academic Integrity to gauge 
student and faculty perceptions of ethics on campus (www.academicintegrity.org). This allowed access to 
CAI’s experts as well as comparative results from other universities for future benchmarking. This survey 
was comprehensive enough to include our research questions, which were posed to both faculty and stu¬ 
dents. McCabe administered the survey online. Participants were given the option to participate and their 
anonymity was assured. McCabe has used the survey for over a decade with 17,401 students and 3,752 
faculty, and has gathered considerable validity and reliability evidence for its use in higher education (Mc¬ 
Cabe, Trevino and Butterfield, 2002). The first administration of the Center for Academic Integrity survey 
occurred in the Spring of2005. Respondents were directed to a website over a one month period. The 
student online survey was made available to approximately 600 students in business classes. This included 
freshmen, sophomores, juniors and seniors in proportions representative of the school. The faculty survey 
was made available to all 200 faculty at the university. Three hundred thirty-eight students and 59 faculty 
completed the online survey. Some highlights of the 2005 data are shown in Table 2. 


Table 2 

Highlights - 2005 Students and Faculty Responses _ 

_Topic_% 

Students informed about academic integrity policies on campus 98 

Students reported learning the most about the honor code from: 

faculty 70 

first year orientation 53 

student handbooks 24 

resident advisors 20 

Had seen cheating on an exam never or once 

faculty 75 

students 62 

Students unlikely or very unlikely to report observed cheating 77 

Students rating the honor code policies as high or very high 68 


Faculty satisfied or very satisfied with the outcome of cheating cases they referred to 
judicial affairs 

Faculty agree or strongly agree that assessments are effective in the evaluation of 
learning 


From the findings, it was obvious that students and faculty were aware of the honor code, but the 
actual implementation of the honor code presented challenges. For example, 98% of students reported 
awareness of the academic integrity policies on campus yet more than three quarters of them indicated 
they would be unlikely or very unlikely to report observed cheating. Students also reported multiple 


6 


Research & Practice in Assessment 


Volume Five: Winter 2010 








Honor Code education events during Freshman year but little thereafter. There was also wide disparity in 
the attention given to the honor code across different classes. Both faculty and students reported a lack of 
clear understanding of the judicial process and the ensuing consequences of Honor Code infractions. Due 
to these survey results, we researched best practices in both universities and businesses to develop and 
implement a set of interventions to promote understanding and improved adherence to the code. 

First Set of Interventions 

A first set of interventions took place in Fall 2005 and Spring 2006 and are listed below: 

• Honor code information on all syllabi 

• Student honor council established 

• Honor code plaques in classrooms 

• Honor code assignment in gateway and capstone courses 

• Faculty presentation at university wide teaching and research conference 

• Ethics Guest speakers on campus; event co-sponsored by judicial affairs 

• Faculty awareness training 

• Logo pencils handed out during exam week 

• Student ethics research and presentations at university research conference 

• Honor council website 

Small focus groups were held with faculty and students to gauge the effectiveness of the actions. 
Suggestions from these meetings, such as making larger plaques that could be read from the back of the 
classroom, were utilized. 

2007 Results from CAI Survey of Students and Faculty 

In the Spring 2007, 326 students and 99 faculty participated in the second administration of the 
CAI survey instrument. This was again administered by McCabe of CAI using the same procedure as in 
Spring 2005. The findings from the 2007 survey are in Table 3. 


Table 3 

Highlights - 2007 Students and Faculty Survey Responses _ 

_Topic_%_ 

Students said faculty discussed plagiarism often or very often 76 

Students said faculty discussed source citing often or very often 78 

Students said they never got help electronically on an exam 95 

Faculty who had never ignored a case of cheating 62 

Cheating punishments were more learning-centered in 2005: 

increase in faculty requiring a redo of the assignment 43 

decrease in faculty giving an automatic F in the course 38 


Faculty used safeguards in their courses to reduce cheating, such as changing exams, ^ 
monitoring students during tests, and using the internet to confirm plagiarism 
Faculty satisfied with the university process used to address violations of the honor 
code 

Students agree or strongly agree that assessments helped them learn_73_ 


Comparison of 2005 - 2007 Results 

Following Rezaee, Elmore and Szendi (2001), t-test analyses were used to detect statistical dif¬ 
ferences among results in the 2005 and 2007 surveys. Many of the results from the 2007 survey were 
not statistically significantly different from those of 2005. However, some questions showed meaningful 
changes over the period. These results were likely due to the fact that many respondents were learning or 
relearning the honor code and the university processes related to a cademic integrity. Table 4 provides a 
sample of the student results. Questions 1,2 and 5 show no statistical differences between the two sur¬ 
veys, while questions 3 and 4 do illustrate statistically significant differences in the findings. These chang¬ 
es can be attributed to campus-wide educational programming on academic integrity issues and increased 
exposure to the honor council during the study period. 
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Table 4 

T-Test for Equality of Means: 2005 Versus 2007 Student Results 


Topic 

Year 

M 

SD 

T- 

value 

df 

Sig. 

(2 tailed) 

1. Students who state they have been 

2005 

2.000 

.398 




informed about academic integrity 

.721 

662 

.760 

2007 

2.000 

.286 




policies on campus 

2. Students’ rating of the campus severity 

2005 

4.030 

1.275 

.843 

662 

.679 

of penalties for cheating 

2007 

4.106 

.998 

3. Students who learned from “other” 

2005 

.448 

.256 

2.037 

662 

.008 

sources about academic integrity 
policies on campus 

2007 

1.276 

.597 




4. Students who state frequency with 

2005 

1.183 

.776 




which they worked with others when 
asked for individual work 

2007 

2.905 

1.049 

2.674 

662 

.034 

5. Students report the likelihood that they 

2005 

2.017 

.987 


662 

.564 

would report an incident of cheating 
that they observed 

2007 

1.843 

.855 

1.370 



Question 1 Scale: l=No; 2=Yes 







Question 2 Scale: l=Very Low; 2=Low; 3=Medium; 4 

=High; 5=Very High 




Question 3 Scale: l=Learned Little; 2=Leamed Some; 

3=Leamed a Lot; 4=No Response 



Question 4 Scale: l=Never; 2=Once; 3=More than Once; 4=Not Applicable 
Question 5 Scale: l=Very Unlikely; 2=Unlikely; 3=Likely; 4=Very Likely 





Table 5 provides a sample of the results from the faculty surveys. Questions 1,4 and 5 show no 
statistical differences between the two surveys, while questions 2 and 3 do illustrate statistically signifi¬ 
cant differences in the findings. The changes can be explained in part by ethics-focused events on campus, 
faculty awareness training and other interventions as listed earlier. 


Table 5 

T-Test for Equality of Means: 2005 Versus 2007 Faculty Results 


Topic 

Year 

M 

SD 

T- 

df 

Sig. 




value 

(2 tailed) 

1. Faculty sentiment that cheating is a serious 
problem on campus 

2005 

2007 

3.16 

3.07 

1.287 

1.195 

1.047 

156 

.840 

2. Faculty who report being very satisfied 

2005 

1.08 

.683 




with the outcome of referring a case of 
suspected cheating 

2007 

2.12 

1.720 

2.845 

156 

.029 

3. Faculty who provide information on the 

2005 

1.06 

.420 

2.358 

156 

.031 

syllabus about cheating or plagiarism 

2007 

1.53 

.719 


4. Faculty who agree that assessments are 

2005 

4.37 

1.185 

.993 

156 

.704 

effective in evaluating learning 

2007 

4.25 

1.167 

5. Faculty who felt student understanding of 

2005 

3.59 

1.570 

.650 

156 

.832 

academic integrity policy was high 

2007 

3.91 

1.423 


Question 1 Scale: l=Disagree Strongly; 2=Disagree; 3=Not Sure; 4=Agree; 5=Agree Strongly 
Question 2 Scale: l=Very Satisfied; 2=Satisfied; 3=Neutral; 4=Unsatisfactory; 5=Very Unsatisfactory 
Question 3 Scale: l=No; 2=Yes 

Question 4 Scale: l=Disagree Strongly; 2=Disagree; 3=Not Sure; 4=Agree; 5=Agree Strongly 
Question 5 Scale: l=Very Low; 2=Low; 3=Medium; 4=High; 5=Very High 


Interestingly, in 2007 we did notice a more positive tone in the comments from both faculty and students. 
This led us to our second set of interventions. These actions were designed based on the results of the 
2007 survey. 
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Second Set of Interventions 

Hie second set of interventions took place in the 2007 - 2008 academic year. They included the 
following: 

• In class teaching segments on plagiarism, ethics and integrity 

• 2007 CAI International Conference Host 

• Development of a one day bi-annual integrity conference for high school students and faculty advsi- 
ors 

• T-shirts for Honor Council 

• Award for student demonstrating high levels of integrity 

• Student ethics research and presentations at international conference, with faculty guidance 

• Student blog and interactive media activated on honor council website 

• Fun events, such as pie a professor and ethics based movies 

• Ethics based extra credit opportunities for students 

These interventions were implemented with the assistance of the faculty and the student honor 
council. For example, students raised money for T-shirts, promoted the events and volunteered at the CAI 
conference. Faculty shared teaching strategies for the classroom. 

Student Research and Results 

Members of the student honor council were encouraged to create their own survey and administer 
it in their classes. Faculty oversaw the research project. The survey was pretested on students outside of the 
classes with good results. The student survey was given in Fall 2007 and Spring 2008 resulting in 275 usable 
responses. The findings are located in Table 6. Based on the data and student open comments on the surveys 
the student research team concluded that students may be the best resource to teach their peers about the 
honor code. This information will be used by the honor council to create new educational programs. 


Table 6 

Highlights from Student Research: 2007-2008 

Topic % 

Students who believe the honor code is enforced fairly 48 

Students who do not know the range of sanctions that can occur 42 

Students who would report a fellow student for cheating 8 

Students who say the honor system is discussed in class and on the syllabus 65 

Students who have violated the honor code and not been caught 40 


Students who believe that failure on the assignment was a reasonable sanction 
for a violation of the honor code 


We will encourage the honor council to periodically assess the climate of ethical behavior in simi¬ 
lar projects. The students presented their results at multiple conferences, including CAI, Virginia Assess¬ 
ment Group and their university student research conference. 

Alumni Study and Results 

The alumni survey took place in the Fall of 2008 via the use of the online survey system survey- 
monkey. The purpose of the survey was to gain input from alums regarding honor activities on campus 
for the goal of continuous improvement. A sixth research question was incorporated into this phase of 
the study: 6. What impact does the Honor Code have on alumni after graduation? Several ethics experts 
were consulted to assure content validity and multiple items were created for each construct to achieve 
acceptable levels of reliability. The survey was successfully pretested on a small sample of alums for content 
comprehension and ease of use. All business alums within the past 2 years with current contact informa¬ 
tion were sampled, as these students would be familiar with the interventions. Respondents were assured 
anonymity and they were contacted via email. Twenty-six alums participated for a 40% response rate. Some 
of the pertinent findings from the alumni study are in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Highlights - Alumni Survey 2008 

Topic % 

No experience with the honor code as an undergraduate 73 

Not members of the student honor council 77 

Aware of the honor code as undergraduates 81 

Said the presence of an honor code did not impact their decision to attend a given 
college 

Said their degree was more valuable due to the honor code at the university 44 

Said the honor code influenced their actions at the university 65 


Believed the honor code and academic integrity at university prepared them mostly 
or a great deal for the challenges of the workplace 


Results from In-House Alumni Survey 

Alumni provided advice regarding honor and ethics activities for undergraduates as listed below. 
These data will be used to inform faculty regarding teaching ethics. 

• Use company specific cases 

• Don’t harp on cheaters; Focus on the positive too 

• Use real world examples such as computer security issues and difficult coworkers 

• Stress ethics evenly over the college years 

• Include ethics discussions in general education courses 

• Discuss consequences for professors, not just students 

• Practice decision making. Experience is the best kind of training. 


Table 8 

Student, Faculty, and Alumni Comments 


Source 

Comments 

Students 2005 

“I believe students understand the honor code and abide by it 
overall. I feel more secure in the fact that if I left my wallet or my 
door unlocked or something that it would stay there longer than at a 
public place or other school. Students understand the consequences 
through professors, and other students and stories of incidents.” 

Faculty 2005 

“I am afraid cheating is more widespread than we know. I would 
also surmise that most of the cheating is unintentional and is not 
malicious. Students are trying to get the work done, and haven’t had 
the training or instruction in what is considered okay and what is 
wrong in the university/academic setting.” 

Students 2007 

“Taking this survey really opened my eyes to many different things 
- including some of the things I do actually are more serious than I 
think of them at the time I do them. It was a major reality check and 
it made me want to stop everything and change what I was doing 
the few times I did it. I really did leam something from answering 
the questions about myself and then their severity. Thank you.” 

Faculty 2007 

“Foster a community of honor by trusting students’ word. Do not 
ask for doctor’s notes, etc. Publicize to students the codes of 
academic integrity that we follow in our disciplines so that students 
know we all are part of a community of honor. Students are bound 
by the [university] honor code, faculty uphold the [university] 
honor code and are bound by their own codes within their 
disciplines.” 

Alum 2008 

“The more involved you can get with the research, presentation, 
and teaching of ethics, the more you will leam - both on your own 
and from others. The CAT conference is a great way to leam a lot 
about ethics from a variety of students and scholars!” 

“Keep doing what you do.” 
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Discussion 


Student, Faculty and Alumni Comments 

In order to gain additional insights into opinions about academic integrity, open ended questions 
were included in the CAI and alumni surveys. Table 8 contains some of the comments that reinforce the 
need for honor code programming at the undergraduate level. We believe that anonymous and open- 
ended assessment techniques led to honest responses that would not have surfaced in non-anonymous, 
selected-response-type questionnaires. 

Plans for Additional Assessments and Limitations 

After the second set of interventions is completed, another CAI survey will be given to faculty and 
students in 2010 to assess progress. Also a separate survey using the online instrument surveymonkey will 
be created for the administration and staff. These groups will be included for a more complete picture of 
the culture of academic integrity on the campus. Other assessments planned include focus groups, online 
chats and freshmen entry and senior exit discussions. These will provide more opportunity for in depth 
answers. 

One limitation of the study is that it focused exclusively on the school of business. Our plan is to 
extend this research to other areas of the university in the future. Another limitation is the use of self- 
report measures. This might influence some students and faculty against fully participating because they 
could fear that negative comments about the honor code would prompt retaliation from administrators, 
supervisors or faculty. We try to overcome this by offering multiple mechanisms for participation, includ¬ 
ing over the internet, on paper and via suggestion box. 

Conclusion 

We believe that a multipronged approach to the development and assessment of the culture of 
academic integrity is the best way to gauge the pulse of campus ethics. By partnering with the Center 
for Academic Integrity, we were able to use a survey instrument with considerable reliability and validity 
evidence for students and faculty, and also compare our results to national averages. By creating our own 
survey instrument for alumni, we were able to ask questions about specific campus interventions. Holding 
focus groups and entry and exit interviews in the future, will hopefully allow us to gain richer information 
than can be expressed via surveys. Furthermore, by polling the administration and staff in the future, we 
hope to learn the issues and concerns that they feel are important with regards to academic integrity. The 
use of grouped assessments to create a holistic system of assessment is illustrated by Flateby (2009). An 
advantage of this technique is the ability to change the methods of assessment as the project progresses. 

Another area of assessment related to the current study is the high school academic integrity 
conference that we have sponsored and will continue to sponsor in the future. We believe it is important 
to gain data from the high school population and learn their knowledge and commitment to ethics in the 
classroom. We also intend to keep in touch with the business community to continue to bring in ethics 
speakers to illustrate the realities of unethical behavior in the workplace. 

Through continual assessment we intend to gauge the movement in attitudes and behaviors 
among the university community with regard to integrity. Multiple mechanism of data collection, will 
allow us to best educate students and faculty about the Honor Code and ethical decision making. We be¬ 
lieve this program of assessment will also be useful to other institutions in promoting a culture of academ¬ 
ic integrity. Accordingly, a long term goal of the study is to create a guidebook based on this research and 
make it available to other universities. As suggested by McCabe and Pavela (2005), encouraging student 
involvement in the development of community standards of conduct is the best way to develop buy in and 
acceptance of honor codes and ethical behavior on college campuses. Including alumni, administrators and 
faculty in the process can result in honor codes that create a culture of integrity that works for all. 
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